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TEDGlobal 2017 was a celebration of those out there doing something 
— whether starting a company or initiative, challenging conventional 
wisdom or stirring up a new movement. The conference brought together 
more than 70 speakers — each with a bold, counterintuitive idea — at 
the Ngurdoto Mountain Lodge in Arusha, Tanzania, in the final week 
of August. In one minute, a photographer shared his incredible images 
documenting the lives of teenage moms in Latin America. In the next, a 
medical technologist explained how he’s using AI to diagnose oral cancer 
from a single photograph. It was a thought-provoking mashup of topics 
that bounced from technology to design to global issues and back again. 
And because the very first TEDGlobal was held in the same place 10 
years ago, the conference represented a return — the perfect opportunity 
to explore the transformative ideas percolating through Africa, while 
reflecting on the key challenges the continent still faces.

The Brightline Initiative was on hand, taking notes on every moment. 
In this report, our key takeaways. Whether you run a startup, sit in the 
C-Suite or are known as a star employee, these ideas are sure to spark 
new thinking and renew your inspiration. Because taking in this wide 
diversity of perspectives will make you not only a better professional — 
but a fuller person.

Builders. 
Truth-Tellers. 
Catalysts.
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Chances are, you type your address daily, 
whether you’re ordering food, buying something 
online or filling out an application. Still, a large 
number of people around the world simply don’t 
have an address. They live in communities where 
dwellings are packed into hillsides or between 
roads, and the traditional system of street 
numbers just fails them. “These unaddressed 
places hold big economic potential,” said  
Chris Sheldrick.

Sheldrick worked in the music industry for 10 
years, and he constantly dealt with musicians and 
equipment getting lost. He realized addresses 
often aren’t precise enough, while latitude and 
longitude is just unwieldy. He set out to create 
a new system for noting location. What3Words 
divides the world into three-meter square 
and gives each its own three-word address 
— like “mustard.coupons.pinup” or “pinched.
ssingularity.tutorial.” Each combination is unique 
and points to an incredibly precise location. The 
system is helping NGOs get aid to the right place. 
And in the Caribbean, Domino’s Pizza is already 
using it to locate customers. What3Words opens 
up new markets — and new opportunities. It’s the 
perfect example of how the taken-for-granted 
default might not be the best way to do things.

Beyond  
the address
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“Altitude is actually 
your friend. The 

higher you are, the 
more time you have 
to figure out how to 
fix your problems”

 photographer George Steinmetz,  
who explores and photographs Africa from a paraglider
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INSIGHTS FROM 
BRIGHTLINE
The Brightline Initiative is dedicated 
to helping leaders reduce the 
strategy implementation gap, and 
successfully transform ideas into 
reality. The world doesn’t lack for 
great ideas. But all too often, great 
ideas don’t make the successful 
transition from inspiring concept to 
real world application. A workshop 
at TEDGlobal invited 50 attendees 
from a wide variety of backgrounds to 
tackle some of the challenges that lie 
ahead of two new ideas that had just 
been presented on the TED stage.

The two ideas on the agenda for 
the program were Joel Jackson’s 
idea for Mobius, a new car company 
building cars designed specifically for 
Africa, designed and manufactured in 
Africa; and Pierre Thiam’s crusade to 
develop a new global market for fonio, 
a relatively obscure but nutritionally 
rich and delicious African grain.

Just because a car sells well in North 
America or Europe doesn’t mean it’s right 
for Africa. On the continent, more than 90% 
of passenger cars are imported — often 
used — but these vehicles just don’t meet 
the needs of a place where communities 
are spread out, roads are largely unpaved, 
and the population has little to spend on 
transportation. “This is what motivated  
me to start Mobius Motors — to build a 
vehicle in Africa, for Africa,” said CEO  
Joel Jackson.

Jackson set his eye on simplifying 
nonessential features like automatic 
windows and creating a sturdy frame and 
ruggedized suspension. The Mobius II 
SUV can handle rough terrain — and it 
costs about half the price of a used SUV in 
Kenya today. The Mobius II will also soon 
be customizable — you’ll be able to get 
modules for passengers, carrying goods, 
even an ambulance unit. Right now, only 5 
of every 100 adults in Africa owns a vehicle. 
By offering vehicles made with context in 
mind, Jackson believes he can tap into this 
$2 trillion market while supporting local 
suppliers and creating jobs.

This mantra of paying attention to context 
came up over and over throughout 

TEDGlobal. The bottom line, speakers 
noted, is that business simply can’t be done 
in Africa as it’s done elsewhere. And this is 
not a problem. It’s an opportunity.

Biomedical engineer Tania Douglas 
showed us this idea in action in the 
medical field. A lot of medical equipment 
made elsewhere ends up in equipment 
graveyards in Africa because it requires 
specially-trained staff, or because it doesn’t 
function with intermittent electricity, or 
because it simply can’t handle heat or 
humidity. Engineers need to keep in mind 
who’ll be using the equipment and in what 
conditions. Case in point: a fetal heart rate 
monitor called the WinSenga, created by 
two young innovators in Uganda. It’s a low-
cost alternative to the ultrasound monitor 
which combines the traditional horn used 
by midwives with a mobile phone app to 
better monitor a baby’s heart rate. 

Mobile phones have incredible saturation 
in developing markets. So any health care 
innovations that harness their power hold 
big potential. TED Fellow Susan Emmett 
shared the system she’s created to screen 
for hearing loss with a phone rather than 
requiring a soundproof booth. Meanwhile, 
TED Fellow Pratik Shah’s group at the 

Let context  
drive innovation
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MIT Media Lab is building unorthodox AI 
architectures to make expensive medical 
imaging technology unnecessary. They’ve 
reduced the number of images needed 
to train algorithms to detect liver and oral 
cancers. Soon, they believe clinicians will 
be able to diagnose these diseases with a 
smartphone photo. 

Context is king in agriculture, too. Sara 
Menker walked away from a career on 
Wall Street to start Gro Intelligence, which 
works with small-scale farmers to boost 
their production. We’re facing a food 
crisis, said Menker — by the year 2027, 
the world will be short 214 trillion calories. 
But sub-Saharan African farmers can 
bridge the gap. By getting them access 
to better insurance and banking options, 
and shifting around who’s growing what, 
small-scale farmers can move beyond 
subsistence crops to specialty crops that 
are richer in nutrients and that will yield 
them better profits. Instead of looking to 
commercialize agriculture, it’s looking at 
how commercialized agriculture can work 
with the small-scale farmers that exist in  
the region. 

TED Senior Fellow Su Kahumbu has 
found one way to do this, also on the mobile 

tip. She’s created an app called iCow that 
gives farmers access to data and tools. 
“We underestimate the importance of 
our farmers,” she said. “Farmers who use 
the service begin to see improvements in 
yields, incomes, profits and animal health 
within only 3 months.”

And in a final example of thinking context-
first, scientist Fredros Okumu shared the 
work being done at Ifakara Health Institute 
to understand mosquito behavior to come 
up with better ways of eliminating them. 
Turns out, mosquitos are creatures of habit 
— they go to the same location to mate 
at the same time every day. By mapping 
mosquitos’ favorite places across villages, 
they’re creating smart extermination plans. 
They’ve also identified the smell mosquitos 
like in human blood, and they have created 
a synthetic blend that can be used in traps. 
And from their insight that mosquitoes 
prefer biting people on the legs, they’ve 
created something pretty ingenious: 
mosquito-repellant sandals.

All these ideas stress the need to fully 
examine the context before designing 
any product or system. Once you know 
the actual needs and bounds of play, your 
creativity can take you far. 

SARA MENKER

Waiting for others  
to change their 
behavior on your 
behalf for your 
survival is a  
terrible idea.“

“
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“Forget about 
putting the cart 
before the horse. 

You can’t put the 
self-driving car 

before the roads.”
entrepreneur Dayo Ogunyemi, who sees  

investment in infrastructure and services in Africa  
as key to pushing the continent
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More than a billion people in the 
world have no access to energy, 
620 million of them in Africa. It 
costs about $1,500 to connect 
a household to the grid, and it’s 
a process that takes nine years 
on average. But Amar Inamdar 
of the IFC and MIGA wonders: 
Could Africa leapfrog over the 
traditional infrastructure and 
toward something wireless 
and more adaptable? It’s exactly 
what happened on the continent 
in the cell phone revolution.

Inamdar’s idea: distributed  
solar energy. This could be a  
$27 billion market, he says. Africa 
is more endowed with solar 

power than nearly anywhere 
else in the world, and the cost of 
rooftop solar panels has come 
down 95% over the last 30 years. 
There’s massive opportunity 
in creating small solar kits for 
homes that are able to power a 
small number of light bulbs, and 
perhaps a radio. As users adjust 
to life post-kerosene, they’ll have 
the option to move up the “energy 
ladder.” They can add more  
lights, a refrigerator, a TV —  
it’s their choice.  

With this model, consumers will 
have new opportunities. But 
the business opportunities are 
enormous, too — and not just for 
companies creating solar kits. 
Credit companies will benefit, 
as will appliance makers that 
develop cheaper, more efficient 
products for these new markets. 
And all of the above will create 
jobs, driving economic growth.

The democracy of energy – 
and its implications
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“Talent is universal, 
but opportunities 

are not.”

entrepreneur Christopher Ategeka, who told the story of 
how the American parents who sent him $25 a month in 

an orphanage in Uganda paid to send him to college in the 
US, forever transforming his life 
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INSIGHTS FROM 
BRIGHTLINE
Going Against the Grain: The 
challenges of introducing a new 
superfood into the highly competitive 
United States market is one that will 
require equal measures of ingenuity, 
marketing prowess, and bold 
thinking. Workshop conversations 
about how to make fonio the new 
quinoa centered around leveraging 
insight on both customers and 
competitors. Charting the trajectory 
of quinoa in the US, and tapping into 
the successful mix of marketing, 
promotion, and messaging will  
shape the strategic introduction of 
fonio’s unique offering.

The conversation also focused on 
the vital need to source and deploy 
the right resources across the entire 
supply chain: from recruiting farmers 
to plant the crop with the promise 
of potentially profits, to packaging 
the product for new markets, to 
connecting with influencers whose 
interest could spark interest in the 
broader population.

You like buckwheat. You’re well-acquainted 
with quinoa. But chef Pierre Thiam would 
like you to meet: fonio. It’s another ancient 
grain, one which he rediscovered when he 
was writing his first cookbook and traveled 
from his home in New York City to Senegal, 
where he grew up. Fonio has been grown in 
Africa for 5,000 years. The Dogon people 
of Mali believed the universe sprouted 
from its seed; the ancient Egyptians were 
such fans that archaeologists have found 
it in their tombs. But aside from its storied 
history, fonio is delicious and hearty. It can 
grow in poor soil, and it contains amino 
acids that barley, rice and wheat simply 
don’t. It’s also gluten-free.

Thiam makes fonio salads, fonio noodles, 
fonio sushi. But he thinks this grain has a 
bigger ambition than simply tasting good. 
Large numbers of people are forced to leave 
sub-Saharan Africa every year because of 
the lack of food and opportunities. “Could 
the solution be right here in our soil?” asked 
Thiam. “Could bringing fonio to the rest of 
the world be the answer?”

Thiam brought the audience to his feet with 
his vision for using new methods to process 
this ancient grain, and bringing it to the 
shelves of stores like Whole Foods Market 
in the US. And brand creator Magatte Wade 
has followed a similar trajectory — her 
companies have introduced consumers 
in the West to Senegalese products like 
bissap, a traditional hibiscus beverage. In 
her talk, she made an impassioned plea 
to African governments to lower tariffs on 
imported materials, to enable those starting 
businesses like hers.

The idea of mining the past for modern 
markets wove its way throughout 
TEDGlobal. Designer Natsai Audrey 
Chieza showed how she’s using one of the 
oldest processes we have — fermentation 
— to dye textiles. And scientist Kevin Njabo  
shared a fascinating project being worked  
on at the Congo Basin Institute, a homebase  
for African researchers: a PhD student is 
growing ebony from plant tissue. The iconic 
African hardwood is notoriously finicky 
and takes 80 to 200 years to grow in the 
wild. But with this tissue work, a tree farm 
approach is possible — 15,000 saplings 
have already been planted in Cameroon. 

Yvonne Chioma Mbanefo offered a 
whimsical example of finding ancient 
inspiration for something new. She  
became a best-selling author in 24 hours, 
after creating the first illustrated dictionary 
of Igbo proverbs. “Proverbs contain the 
wisdom of a people. They’re complex 
stories, condensed into a few words,” she 
said, explaining how in the Igbo tradition 
they’re a vital form of conversation. “When 
an elder dies, a whole library burns down.” 
With her dictionary, she found an unusual 
niche — teaching children while giving her 
culture heritage new life.

So the question becomes: What ancient 
tradition will spark your next big idea?

Ancient inspiration  
for new business
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“If Adam Smith  
had come to Africa, 

there would have 
been a sharing 

economy long before 
Airbnb and Uber.”

author Robert Neuwirth on a thought experiment: What if 
the iconic economist and philosopher had left Europe?
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Language is powerful. This is  
something any marketer or 
communications manager knows. 
Everyone in the business land-
scape is a storyteller of sorts, and 
it’s important to think about what’s 
being said underneath our words. 

Chika Ezeanya-Esiobu directed 
our attention to how the alphabet 
is taught. “‘A is for Apple,’ is for 
that child who is in the part of the 
world where apples grow,” she said. 

“Who has apples in her lunch bag. 
Who goes to the grocery store and 
sees apples of all shapes and sizes. 
... Where I grew up in Africa, apple 
was an exotic food.” Her point is 
this: because education in Africa 
has been so guided by the West, a 
hierarchy is built into it — even in 
the most benign lessons, Africans 
are taught that their indigenous 
knowledge isn’t as valuable. 

Ezeanya-Esiobu has spent her 
career fighting this, surfacing the 
accomplishments and traditional 
knowledge of Africa, across all 
fields. “We can unlearn looking 
down on ourselves,” she said. “We 
can learn to place value on our 
indigenous knowledge.”

Meanwhile, graphic designer 
Ghada Wali pointed out the 
central role that words on signage 
and walls played in the Egyptian 
revolution. Arabic script is beautiful 
in form and nuanced in meaning 

— yet for so many, it’s become 
synonymous with terrorism and 
fear, and very few outside of those 
who speak it ever learn it. Wali set 
out to break the language barrier 
with Let’s Play!, a project that 
uses LEGOs to teach Arabic. Her 
cheeky designs show the letters 
and how they’re joined to form 
words. The idea is to encourage 
language learning, yes — but also 
to show the humanity of those 
who speak Arabic, whether they 
are refugees integrating to a new 
community or strangers on the 
other side of the world. Because,  
as Wali said, “We’re all made of the 
same building unit.”

The hidden  
meaning in words
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“Our profession 
has shrouded law 

in complexity. Law 
is like riot gear on 
a police officer — 
intimidating and 
impenetrable and 

it’s hard to tell 
there’s something 

human underneath.”

Vivek Maru on his organization Namati,  
which trains ‘community paralegals’ to work  

alongside disadvantaged people in need of legal help
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A gym for  
innovation

“Many of the jobs we know of now won’t exist in  
the future,” said technologist Kamau Gachigi.

That’s why he opened Gearbox, a makerspace 
for rapid prototyping in Nairobi, Kenya. It’s part of 
a growing movement of fab labs around the world, 
but Gachigi has a unique way of thinking about it: 
as a gym for innovation. Users pay a monthly fee, 
and they get access to both digital and analog 
equipment — 3D printers, plasma cutters, wood 
routers, welding equipment — just as a fitness 
enthusiast would have access to weight  
machines, treadmills and group classes. 

For anyone setting up a small company, 
prototyping with traditional manufacturers is 
difficult — small orders are expensive, and they 
tend to get pushed back when bigger ones  
come in. With its gym-like model, Gearbox is 
lowering the bar of entry for people with good 
ideas and enabling small startups to get off the 
ground without major investment. Gachigi  
pointed to an engineering student who had the 
idea to integrate solar cells in roof tiles. He was 
able to make a prototype, and with his sister, he’s 
now selling these tiles at cost to users — they’ll 
make money over time by selling excess energy 
back to the grid. Gachigi also told the story of a 
20-something woman who noticed girls missing 
school during their menstrual cycles because they 
couldn’t afford a full pack of pads. She designed a 
vending machine that lets them buy pads one at a 
time, at a very low price point. “She piloted this and 
it worked well,” said Gachigi. “She’s off and running 
now with a business accelerator.”
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“Yellow is the color 
of the sun. The sun 
shines on all of us 

equally — it does not 
discriminate”

Nabila Alibhai on Color in Faith, a project in Nairobi to paint 
places of worship and reclaim the city from fear
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INSIGHTS FROM 
BRIGHTLINE
Car Talk: When it came to map-
ping out potential detours that the 
Mobius concept might encounter, 
the workshop attendees focused on 
several key stages along the road to 
success. Dedicating and mobilizing 
the right resources emerged as a 
priority. In addition to attracting talent 
and expertise for the enterprise, the 
complex infrastructure of suppliers 
that make up the typical automotive 
manufacturing sector will need to be 
developed and groomed.

Workshop attendees also noted the 
need to be bold, stay focused, and 
keep it as simple as possible. An 
endeavor as ambitious as a new car 
brand is one that will come upon many 
potential distractions, but keeping 
the central concept at the fore, and 
course correcting with each obstacle 
will ensure that the venture keeps 
moving towards its goal.

“Most people think tech will benefit rich 
countries first, and then trickle down to  
the developing world. But the opposite  
may happen,” said Keller Rinaudo, 
who is the CEO and founder of Zipline. 
“Today, small countries are out-innovating 
developed economies.” 

Rinaudo’s company builds drones 
designed for lifesaving deliveries. And the 
company got its initial lift-off in Rwanda, 
thanks to a big bet from President Paul 
Kagame (who also spoke at TEDGlobal). 
He saw the potential in using drones to 
deliver blood, on demand. Before, every 
health facility would keep its own supply 
of donated blood — hard to maintain, as 
blood has a short shelf life. But now, Zipline 
maintains a centralized supply bank. 
Drones can make deliveries anywhere in 
the country within 25 to 30 minutes.

Here’s how it works: Doctors and nurses 
send out a call on WhatsApp when they 
need blood for a patient. The blood is 
pulled from stock, scanned into the  
system, packed into a Zipline drone and 
then sent out at 100 kilometers an hour. 
Instead of landing, it descends to 30 feet — 
and a paper parachute drops it to a  
specific point. The doctor who put in the 

A drone system to save  
lives — piloted in Africa

call gets a notification, kind of like when your  
Uber arrives.

This system serves 12 hospitals, with each 
placing multiple orders a day. And Zipline 
just announced that it’s moving to Tanzania 
too. But, stresses Rinaudo, “This is not 
a Rwanda problem. This is not an Africa 
problem.” This is a problem everywhere. 
“Rwanda was just the first country to use 
radical technology to solve it.”
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What we all can learn  
from entrepreneurs

“Cities are like siblings in a large 
polygamous family,” said writer 
OluTimehin Adegbeye. “Each one is a 
unique person and headed in a unique 
direction, but they also have the same 
origins.” In one of the most powerful talks 
of the conference, she whisked us away 
to Lagos, Nigeria — a city known for its 
beautiful chaos. But lately, she said, many 
have started to think of Lagos “the new 
Dubai.” This is has led to a full-out assault 
on the city’s famous shanty communities on 
the water. People’s land is being grabbed 
to make way for shiny high-rises — and 
this process is changing everything. “Poor 
Lagosians are very often source of the 
city’s character, “ said Adegbeye. “Without 
its poor, Lagos wouldn’t be known for its 
music or energy or the fact that you can  
buy an ice-cold drink or a puppy through 
your window.”

What happens in Lagos’ poor  
communities shouldn’t be dismantled —  
it should be celebrated, said Adegbeye. 
These informal communities are places  
of incredible innovation. She spoke of one 

that created systems for remittances when 
a power company disconnected them from 
the grid, and another community that had 
the smart idea to hire the local bad boys to 
work as security guards. There are great 
ideas in these communities, she said. And 
this theme rippled through the conference. 

Niti Bhan has spent years studying 
informal markets. By not taking them 
seriously, she said, “We’re not recognizing 
the engine of what keeps our economy 
going.” Banks give out microloans of 
$50 or $100, but the people she calls 
“microentrepreneurs” often spend ten 
times that a month just on inventory. 
They are employing others and selling 
crops, second-hand clothes, electronics 
parts, organic products, furniture, art. 
They innovate constantly. Yet, instead of 
designing policy to integrate them into 
the formal economy, they’re marginalized. 
“They’re falling through the cracks of our 
assumptions,” she said.
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Designer DK Osseo-Asare echoed this 
too, as he shared the lessons he’s gleaned 
from the famous scrapyard of Agbogbloshie 
in Accra, Ghana. Here, instead of accepting 
the idea that any piece of tech will soon be 
obsolete, people practice the art of “urban 
mining.” They refurbish old electronics, 
and take out parts that can be used in other 
ways. “For so many of us, our devices are 
black boxes — we know what they do but 
not how they work,” said Osseo-Asare. In 
Agbogbloshie, however, people learn to 
make things work again to transform them 
entirely. Aluminum from old fridges become 
pots or ornaments for sale at small markets. 
Unused car parts become dumbbell sets. 
People even make their own fabrication 
tools — like a welding machines of copper 
coiled around steel.

In Agbogbloshie, people learn by doing 
rather than lectures. And they transfer skills 
across generations, both the old and young 
contribute in different ways. Osseo-Asare 
finds all of this not just fascinating — but 
instructive for us all.

“Entrepreneurship 
is the only force in  
human history 
that lifts people  
out of poverty.“
KELLER RINAUDO
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“Everything looks 
impossible  

until it is done.”

Kisilu Musya, a small-scale farmer from Kenya,  
who closed the conference by telling the story of how he 

transformed agriculture in his village by relying on local  
materials rather than fertilizer, moving small-scale irrigation 
which would work better given climate change and tapping  

local women to help with the work
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Brightline is a non-commercial coalition of leading global 
organizations dedicated to helping executives bridge the 
expensive and unproductive gap between strategy design and 
delivery. Brightline conducts thought leadership research and 
promotes best practices designed to improve an organization’s 
ability to deliver on strategic intent.

Brightline will work with CXOs, specifically the Chief Strategy 
Officers (CSOs), Senior VPs, and Executive Directors of large 
enterprises regardless of their industry or geographic location.  
Any professional who is responsible for the results or management 
of strategy implementation within their organization will benefit.

Our focus

Brightline will provide organizations with three key benefits that 
will improve their ability to deliver on strategic intent: Thought & 
Practice Leadership, Networking and Capability Building.

Brightline Initiative™

Brightline.org




